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Mesta is speaking of the Sonoran Joint Venture, which covers southern Arizona and California, the Mexican states of Sonora and Sinaloa, and the Baja peninsula. But he could have been talking about any of the nearly two dozen joint ventures created over the last two decades by the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) to help monitor bird populations, sponsor research, develop management plans, and preserve or restore bird habitat throughout North America.
"This is a different government model," adds Seth Mott, the FWS's national coordinator for joint venture programs."We represent a way to get different groups to work together to raise money and pool their conservation resources. We harness the conservation capacity [of our partners] and direct it toward high-priority needs of birds in a coordinated fashion."
"Partnerships produce results for conservation that far exceed the dollars we put into these partnerships," said Secretary of the Interior Gail Norton in a 2004 press release, speaking of the Bush administration's cooperative conservation initiative."By promoting these partnerships, we not only leverage federal conservation dollars with private funds but also tap into the ingenuity and local knowledge of the people who live and work on the land."
Joint ventures involve partnerships between the FWS and other US, Canadian, and Mexican government agencies, as well as state wildlife agencies, corporations and business associations, environmental and wildlife groups, and private individuals. They grew out of the 1986 North American Waterfowl Management Plan, which represented a joint effort by the US and Canadian governments to reverse decades of habitat loss and declining numbers of ducks and other waterfowl. Among other recommendations, the plan urged that "joint ventures of private and government organizations should be considered as an approach to financing high-priority research and management projects of international concern that can only be addressed through a pooling of resources."
Since The budget request supports FWS administration of the joint venture program. The FWS pays for the staffs, usually one to six individuals, on most of the US joint ventures, and the agency has a small national staff of two or three people to coordinate the joint ventures. Money also goes to fund usually small, start-up grants for research, population surveys and monitoring, community outreach and education efforts, and program planning projects.
Take the Sonoran Joint Venture. Created in 1999, it was the first joint venture to shift from a waterfowl to an all-bird approach-an approach since adopted by most joint ventures. Working with IMADES (Instituto del Medio Ambiente y el Desarrollo Sustentable, the Sonoran state wildlife agency) and Mexican conservation groups, the Sonoran Joint Venture offers grants and other program support to a variety of projects, mostly in Arizona and northwestern Mexico.
In one such project, the Sonoran Joint Venture has awarded $10,000 to the Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area to help restore marshes and a cottonwood and willow habitat along the Colorado River north of the city. The Sonoran Joint Venture also helped Yuma obtain a $480,000 grant from the FWS's 
The 1418-acre, 10-year, $18-million project aims to recreate habitat for the southwestern willow flycatcher and the Yuma clapper rail, both endangered birds. Under the grants, Yuma will restore marshes and backwater sloughs along the Colorado; remove tamarisk, phragmites, and other invasive plants; and revegetate the area with cottonwoods and willows. Restoration work has already begun on more than 100 acres, as well as on another 8800 acres under a multispecies conservation plan for the Colorado River, Spriggs says.
Further south, Osvel Hinojosa Huerta, conservation director for the Mexican environmental group Pronatura, has been monitoring birds at the Ciénega de Santa Clara, a marsh in the Colorado River Delta created by agricultural discharge waters from Arizona. Since 1998, under grants from or arranged by the Sonoran Joint Venture, Hinojosa has identified 358 species that nest in or otherwise use or migrate through the delta, determining not only which birds use the delta but also where and what their numbers are.
As part of that research, Hinojosa noticed that aging cattail stands were reducing habitat in the Ciénega de Santa Clara for the largest population of Yuma clapper rails in Mexico. Working with a US Bureau of Land Management grant of $100,000, Hinojosa and his assistants have preserved and enhanced rail habitat by burning off some of the cattails. As a result, clapper rail numbers have increased both at the ciénega (or wetland) and at the nearby Rio Hardy.
Elsewhere in the Colorado River delta, the Sonoran Joint Venture has helped the Point Reyes Bird Observatory (PRBO) in Stinson Beach, California, establish five research sites in Mexico and two in California; one of the Mexican sites is in the delta. The Sonoran Joint Venture gave PRBO a $5000 grant to help start the project and helped scientists obtain a $130,000 grant from the FWS's neotropical migratory bird program. The project aims to learn what birds use which areas in Mexico on their biannual migrations in order to develop a conservation plan for North American neotropical birds, says Geoffrey Geupel, director of PRBO's terrestrial ecology programs.
The Sonoran Joint Venture has also funded work by the University of Northern Arizona in Flagstaff to train members of the Seri Indian tribe to serve as field technicians, park rangers, and guides along the coastal marshlands and mangrove swamps of Sonora's Gulf of California coast. The goal, says Laura Monti, a research professor of indigenous studies at the university, is to enlist the Seri in sea turtle, hummingbird, and migratory bird conservation on their own lands.
Another local environmental project supported by the Sonoran Joint Venture is in the Santa Cruz River valley southeast of Nogales, Arizona. Here, in the Mexican village of San Lazaro, the Sonoran Joint Venture funds efforts to involve local residents in bird monitoring and conservation. The money has enabled the Tucson-based Sonoran Institute to organize and train members of Los Halcones, a local bird-watching club for teenagers. The teens have identified almost 200 species of birds, including golden eagles and Harris hawks, species once scarce but now seen frequently along the Santa Cruz in Mexico.
Farther east, the Sonoran Joint Venture has also helped Arizona ranchers Josiah and Valer Austin restore a ciénega A marsh (left) and a cottonwood-and-willow riparian forest (right) 
